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REPORT ON THE AD HOC EXPERT GROUP MEETING ON A 
METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH FOR A SOCIAL VULNERABILITY INDEX 
(SVI ) FOR SMALL ISLAND DEVELOPING STATES (SIDS)
Introduction
The Econom ic Com m ission for Latin Am erica and  the 
C aribbean /C aribbean  Developm ent and  Cooperation Com m ittee 
(ECLAC/CDCC) secre taria t convened a  one-day m eeting of experts to review 
and  com m ent on a  m ethodological approach  to the  creation of a  Social 
V ulnerability Index (SVI) for Sm all Island Developing S ta tes (SIDS). The 
m eeting w as held on 24 Ju ly  2003 a t the  conference facility of the  United 
N ations Inform ation Centre (UNIC), Port of Spain, T rinidad and  Tobago.
A ttending the  m eeting were experts from the University of Liverpool, 
University of Malta, U niversity of the  W est Indies (UWI), the  C aribbean 
C om m unity (CARICOM) Secretariat, the  C aribbean Developm ent B ank  (CDB), 
the  Perm anen t Mission of G uyana to the  United Nations, the  M inistry of 
Foreign Affairs, T rinidad and  Tobago and  the C entral S ta tistical Office (CSO), 
T rinidad and  Tobago.
The m eeting w as held to provide a  forum  for d iscussion  on the 
m ethodology for the  construction  of an  SVI and  to allow p artic ip an ts  engaged 
in w ork on the  developm ent of o ther vulnerability  indices to upda te  colleagues 
on the s ta tu s  of the ir work.
Agenda item  1 
O pening o f th e  m eetin g
The m eeting w as called to order by the  represen tative  of the 
ECLAC/CDCC secre taria t who welcomed p a rtic ip an ts  and  highlighted the  fact 
th a t th is  w as the  fourth  m eeting convened by the  ECLAC/CDCC secre taria t 
w hich sough t to ad d ress  the  issue  of the  social vulnerability  of SIDS. She
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explained th a t th is  m eeting formed p a rt of a  larger project of w hich the  o ther 
com ponent w as the  developm ent of Social S ta tistical D atabases. In providing a  
context for the  m eeting, the  ECLAC/CDCC represen tative  clarified the  aim  of 
the  project w hich w as to a ss is t governm ents in the  C aribbean to m eet their 
need for an  improved quality  of social s ta tis tic s  and  d a ta  analysis in order to 
be tter ad d ress  the  social conditions of the ir citizens. In addition, the  project 
sough t to en su re  th a t reliable s ta tis tic s  and  s ta tis tica l ind icators were u sed  to 
develop and  a sse ss  social policies and  program m es so th a t econom ic and  social 
resources were m ore efficiently and  effectively utilized.
The suppo rt of the  G overnm ent of the  Kingdom of the  N etherlands, for 
m aking th is  project possible w as acknowledged. P artic ipan ts were also 
inform ed th a t a t the  tim e of the  m eeting the  project had  m et two of its m ain 
objectives, w hich were to estab lish  fully searchab le  d a tab ases  of social 
s ta tis tic s  a t the  ECLAC/CDCC secre taria t, and  to provide tra in ing  in evidence- 
based  social policy form ulation to social p lan n e rs  and  sta tis tic ian s from the 
subregion. She fu rth er sta ted  th a t the  web interface for the  d a tab ases  w as 
cu rren tly  u n d e r developm ent and, w ith its com pletion, access to the  d a ta  
would be facilitated. In addition, w ith th is  m eeting the  second m ajor 
com ponent of the  project, w hich involved the elaboration of a  m ethodological 
approach  for an  SVI for SIDS, had  come into being.
The represen tative  of the  ECLAC/CDCC secre taria t identified two m ain 
sources as constitu ting  the  m andate  to engage in th is  d iscourse. The first 
being the  Global Conference on the S usta inab le  Developm ent of Sm all Island 
Developing S ta tes, Program m e of Action, pa rag raph  113 and  114, w hich w as 
agreed upon  in Bridgetown, B arbados, 26 April -  6 May 1994, and  the second 
and  m ore recent, being found in the  Singapore D eclaration of the  Alliance of 
Sm all Island S ta tes In ter-regional P reparatory  Meeting for the  World Sum m it 
on S usta inab le  Developm ent, held from 7-11 J a n u a ry  2002.
While acknowledging th a t vulnerability  w as not a  new concept and  th a t 
fam iliarity w ith the  concept already existed in the  econom ic and  environm ental 
field, the  ECLAC/CDCC represen tative  pointed ou t th a t application of the 
concept of vulnerability  to issu es  of social developm ent proved to be complex 
both  conceptually  and  operationally. She expressed her p leasure  a t being able 
to bring together experts who had  an  in te rest in w ork on the  construction  of a  
social vulnerability  index and  the issue  of vulnerability  and  took the 
opportun ity  to express appreciation , on behalf of the  ECLAC/CDCC secre tariat, 
for the  services of Dr. Godfrey St. B ernard , R esearch Fellow a t the  Sir A rthur 
Lewis In stitu te  for Social and  Econom ic Research, a s  lead co n su ltan t in th is  
exciting endeavor.
The represen tative  of the  ECLAC/CDCC secre taria t in troduced  Mr. Raul 
Garcia, Acting D eputy D irector of the  ECLAC/CDCC secre taria t, to pa rtic ipan ts  
and  th an k ed  him  for tak ing  tim e from a  hectic schedule to be p resen t a t the
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m eeting. A special welcome w as given to Professor Lino Briguglio who had  
travelled a  long d istance  from the U niversity of M alta to a tten d  the m eeting.
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Agenda item s 2 and 3  
A doption o f agenda and organization o f work
The agenda of the  m eeting w as d iscussed  and  adopted  a s  follows:
1. O pening of the  m eeting
2. Adoption of the  agenda
3. O rganization of work
4. P resen tation  of the  background  docum ent
5. R ecom m endations of the  Expert Group
6 . O ther b u sin ess
The background  docum en ts for the  m eeting were p resen ted  and  noted a s  
follows:
1. A m ethodological fram ew ork for a  social vulnerability  index in the 
C aribbean subregion -  Dr Godfrey St B ernard;
2. Some conceptual and  mythological considera tions relating to the
construction  of an  index of social vulnerability  w ith special reference to 
Sm all Island Developing S ta tes -  Professor Lino Briguglio;
3. Socio dem ographic vulnerability  in the  C aribbean: An exam ination of the
social and  dem ographic im pedim ents to equitable developm ent w ith 
participatory  citizenship in the  C aribbean a t the  daw n of the  tw enty-first 
cen tu ry  -  Dr D ennis A. V. Brown; and
4. Socio-dem ographic vulnerability: Old and  new risk s for com m unities,
househo lds and  individuals (LC/W.3).
Agenda item  4  
P resentation  o f th e  C on su ltant’s  paper
Dr. St. B ernard  app lauded  the  efforts of the  ECLAC/CDCC secre taria t to 
develop an  SVI. He explained th a t the  identification and  developm ent of 
ind icators for the  SVI w as very m uch  in its  n a scen t stages, unlike the  a reas  of 
econom ic and  environm ental vulnerability, in w hich ind icators had  already 
been developed and  the  index im plem ented, in the  case of econom ic
vulnerability. Dr. St. B ernard  pointed to the  im pact of difficulties of reliability 
and  availability of d a ta  in the  a rea  of social vulnerability  and  explained th a t 
th is  m ight resu lt in the  developm ent of an  SVI th a t w as very basic. This, he
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assu red  partic ipan ts , w as legitim ate and  should  be seen as one stage in the 
process of developing a  m ore sophisticated  SVI in the  fu ture.
Conceptually, Dr. St. B ernard  explained, social vulnerability  w as the 
flipside of social susta inab ility , w hich w as econom ically viable, environm entally  
responsible, and  politically, socially and  cu ltu rally  acceptable. To the  extent 
th a t these  v irtues were being th rea tened  and  were a t risk, th en  the process 
could be said to be vulnerable. Dr. St. B ernard  also utilized the  principles of 
‘SWOT’ analysis to expand on h is definition of social vulnerability. In th is  
regard, the  im portan t question  w as w hether the  s tren g th s and  opportun ities 
inheren t in a  system , together w ith its w eaknesses, were sufficient to overcome 
any th re a ts  th a t m ight come its  way. He suggested th a t to the  ex tent th a t 
these  s tren g th s and  opportun ities, m itigated by the w eaknesses of the  system , 
were not sufficient to overcome the th rea ts , th en  the  system  w as becom ing 
vulnerable. This conceptualization of social vulnerability, Dr. St. B ernard  
explained, w as consisten t w ith ECLAC’s own conceptualization of social 
vulnerability  as the  ne t effect of the  com petition betw een social risk  and  social 
resilience, w ith resilience being a  critical factor in enabling u n its  to w ithstand  
in te rnal and  external shocks.
Identifying the  u n it of analysis to be used  in th is  m ethodological 
fram ew ork for the  C aribbean w as one of the  m ain concerns in h is 
conceptualization of the  Social V ulnerability Index. According to Dr. St. 
B ernard , the  SVI could be developed using  the following u n its  of analysis: (a) 
the  nation; (b) su b -in s titu tio n s  w ithin a  coun try  e.g. com m unity; (c) 
households; or (d) individuals. His proposal, however, w as to focus on social 
vulnerability  a t the  level of the  nation . This would identify a  logical and  
system ic approach  w ithin w hich ind icators would be developed, s ta rtin g  w ith 
the  nation  a s  the  largest social entity. It w as also the  level, according to Dr. St. 
B ernard , th a t w as likely to yield the  m ost reliable estim ates of the  required 
in p u t data .
In th is  context, Dr. B ernard  also identified the  following five m ain 
dom ains from w hich ind icators for an  SVI would be developed: (a) education;
(b) health ; (c) the  economy; (d) com m unications in frastru c tu re  -  including the 
m edia and  inform ation technology; and  (e) security  system s -  including 
governance. These were the  dom ains th a t he deem ed to be im portan t in the 
d iscussion  of social vulnerability  in SIDS. W ithin these  dom ains, Dr. St. 
B ernard  p resen ted  a  to tal of 13 ind icators for d iscussion  (see Table 1).
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Table 1:
Recommended domains and indices to a Social Vulnerability Index
Domain Indicator
Health 1. Life expectancy a t b irth
Security
2. Index of ru le  of law
3. M easure of m inority  g ro u p s’ partic ipa tion  in  th e  econom y
4. M easure of n e w /p re se n t governm ent’s  respec t for the  
com m itm ents of previous governm ents.
5. Indictable crim es per x  population
Resource
Allocation
6. P roportion of ch ildren  u n d e r 15 belonging to th e  two 
poorest qu in tiles
7. Proportion of the  popu lation  15-64 belonging to th e  two 
poorest qu in tiles
8. Proportion of the  popu lation  15-64 belonging to th e  two 
poorest qu in tiles w hich have no  m edical in su ran ce
9. Proportion of the  popu lation  belonging to th e  two poorest 
qu in tiles in  w hich  the  h ead  is  unem ployed
Education
10. The p roportion  of the  popu lation  20 y ea rs  an d  over w ith 
exposure to te rtia ry  level education
11. The p roportion  of the  popu lation  20 y ea rs  an d  over th a t  h a s  
successfu lly  com pleted secondary  education  w ith  a  
m inim um  of 5 GCE/CXC p a sse s  or equivalent secondary 
school leaving qualifications.
12. A dult literacy ra te  of popu lation  aged 15 y ea rs  an d  over
Communications
Architechture 13. C om puter literacy ra te  of popu lation  aged 15 y ea rs  a n d  over
W ith regard to the  collection of the  requisite  d a ta  for the  com putation  of 
the  proposed indicators, Dr. St. B ernard  pointed to the  variability in the 
availability of d a ta  in coun tries across the  subregion and  called for the 
streng then ing  of the  CSOs to conduct the  necessary  surveys to elicit the  data . 
He also called for g reater efforts a t in stitu tiona l streng then ing  in a reas  su ch  as 
the  collection of crim e data .
In term s of m easu rem en t, Dr. St. B ernard  proposed a  linear com bination 
of the  indicators, w hich are weighted equally. For each in p u t indicator, a  
deprivation index w as to be com puted by transform ing  scores on the  ind icators 
into a  s tan d a rd  form at.
Dr. St. B ernard  concluded h is p resen ta tion  w ith the  observation th a t the 
proposed m easu rem en t m odel should  be deem ed a s  a  p recu rso r to su b seq u en t 
m odels th a t should  be superio r to th is  one in te rm s of satisfying the  criteria  of 
sim plicity, feasibility and  parsim ony. He also w arned th a t in spite of the  quest 
for sim plicity and  feasibility, the  availability of official s ta tis tic s  and  tra ined  
personnel would place lim itations on the  ability to generate  the  proposed 
indicators. In th is  regard, he proposed th a t the  next phase  of ECLAC’s efforts
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to estab lish  a  m ethodology for m easu ring  social vulnerability  should  consist of 
two m ajor objectives. The first would be diagnostic in n a tu re , to determ ine, 
based  on the  proposed indicators, the  read iness a n d /o r  h an d icap s of each of 
the  23 m em ber and  associate  m em ber coun tries of the  CDCC to partic ipate  in 
th is  project. The second objective of the  next phase  of activities ought to be a  
pilot te s t of the  m ethodology focusing on coun tries th a t have reasonable, well- 
developed system s of official s ta tistics. These initiatives would yield insigh ts 
th a t could be in s tru m en ta l in replicating and  testing  m easu rem en t m odels 
targeting  social vulnerability  in regions beyond the  C aribbean.
D iscu ssion
Dr. St. B ernard  w as highly com m ended by all p a rtic ip an ts  for h is 
p resen ta tion , a s  w as ECLAC for w hat w as considered a  pa th -b reak ing  
endeavour.
A lthough agreeing w ith the  recom m endation of keeping ind icators sim ple 
and  feasible, p a rtic ip an ts  felt moved to recom m end a  few m ore in the  in te rest 
of identifying those a reas  th a t were considered im portan t for the  m easu rem en t 
of social vulnerability. These included:
(a) Percentage of children o rphaned  by HIV/AIDS;
(b) Proportion of skilled health -care  professionals to to tal population;
(c) Proportion of skilled personnel in the  education  sector to school 
aged population;
(d) E xpenditure in health  and  education  -  a s  one aspec t of resource 
allocation; and
(e) Indicator th a t speaks to housing  conditions. This w as identified by 
one partic ipan t a s  an  a rea  th a t h a s  been ignored for too long, b u t w hich w as of 
im portance in u n d ers tan d in g  social vulnerability.
In addition to the  call for additional ind icators w ithin the  fram ework 
outlined by Dr. St. B ernard , a  nu m b er of p a rtic ip an ts  expressed concern a t 
w hat they felt would be an  insufficiency on the  p a rt of the  SVI to cap tu re  the 
full range of social deprivation and  vulnerabilities th a t existed w ithin a  country  
if o ther ind icators were no t added or if the  definition w as no t expanded. 
P artic ipan ts were also concerned th a t a  purely  quan tita tive  approach  to the 
collection of d a ta  would resu lt in a  loss of u n d ers tan d in g  of the  issu es  of 
vulnerability  th a t affected coun tries in the  C aribbean.
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(a) The need to include in the  definition of social vulnerability, issu es 
of quality, capacity  and  capability;
(b) The need to disaggregate d a ta  below the national level in order to 
identify vulnerable g roups and  to be tter form ulate policy;
(c) The need to add to the  dom ain of education, ind icators th a t spoke 
to technical and  vocational skills; and
(d) The im portance of including the  issue  of the  d rug  trade  in order to 
m easu re  the  im pact of th is  activity on the economy, the  jud ic iary  and  the social 
and  political environm ent.
The la tter point w as m ade by one partic ipan t in the  context of an 
exhortation  to identify ind icators th a t best spoke to the  qualitative im pact of 
specific issu es  on the  society, and  to point to the  capacity  of ind icators to 
highlight qualitative issues. In addition to the  im portance of constructing  an 
indicator th a t cap tu red  the  d rug  trade  activity, the  partic ipan t pointed to the 
u se fu lness of the  ind icator of life expectancy, for exam ple, w hich pointed to the 
adequacy of health  care in the  society. An indicator pointing to the  scourge of 
HIV/AIDS would be able to tell of the  im pact of th is  d isease on the  econom y as 
well a s  on society.
The level of analysis and  the  use  to w hich the  resu lting  index would be 
p u t w as also an  issue  th a t w as d iscussed  by partic ipan ts . Some partic ipan ts 
argued th a t the  d a ta  should  be collected a t the  level of the  individual, 
household  and  com m unity  and  not a t the  national level, since these  would 
allow for m ore m eaningful analysis of vulnerability. O thers agreed th a t d a ta  
should  be collected a t the  national level, b u t argued for disaggregation of the 
d a ta  a t levels lower th a n  nationally  aggregated d a ta  since it w as preferable th a t 
the  index be u sed  for na tional m onitoring ra th e r  th a n  regional com parability.
Professor Lino Briguglio urged p artic ip an ts  to view the SVI as a  tool w ith 
a  specific purpose  arising  ou t of an  aw areness th a t coun tries th a t appeared  to 
be strong  could indeed be very fragile. This he referred to a s  the  ‘Singapore 
con trad ic tion’. In th is  regard, he m ade an  a rgum en t for the  nation  a s  the  u n it 
of analysis and  com parison across n a tions as the  m ain purpose  of the 
V ulnerability Index. He fu rth er pointed to tools o ther th a n  the  V ulnerability 
Index th a t had  as the ir objectives, the  disaggregation of d a ta  for the  purpose  of 
policy form ulation as well as  the  in te rnal m onitoring and  m anagem ent of the 
socio-econom ic and  environm ental s itua tion  of countries.
The question  of the  type of risks, in te rnal or external, to be considered 
w hen constructing  a  social vulnerability  index w as also raised  in the  m eeting.
In this regard the following concerns were expressed.
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It w as posited th a t if, a s  in the  case of the  Econom ic V ulnerability Index and  
the  E nvironm ental V ulnerability Index, social vulnerability  w as seen as 
exposure to outside forces, th en  issu es  of governance should  not be included 
since th is  w as seen a s  an  in te rnal th rea t to the  stability  of a  country . On the 
o ther hand , it w as suggested  th a t the  Social V ulnerability Index, unlike the 
Econom ic V ulnerability Index and  the  Environm ental V ulnerability Index, 
should  be m ore directly concerned w ith issu es  of resilience (ability to ad ap t or 
cope) and  should  therefore also be concerned w ith in te rnal th re a ts  to social 
stability, w hich affect a  coun try ’s ability to w ith stand  external shocks. In th is  
context it w as suggested th a t social vulnerability  could be exam ined using  the 
a sse t vulnerability  approach  developed by ECLAC, Santiago.
A call w as m ade to link the  Econom ic V ulnerability Index, the 
E nvironm ental V ulnerability Index and  the  Social V ulnerability Index to create 
one index of vulnerability. It w as felt th a t each index p resen ted  a  different 
aspec t of the  condition of vulnerability  th a t w as no t necessarily  cap tu red  by the 
other.
Dr. St. B ernard  th an k ed  p a rtic ip an ts  for the ir con tribu tion  to the  work- 
in -progress and  expressed h is desire to respond  in p a rticu la r to the  issu es  of: 
(i) the  u n its  of analysis to be used; (ii) the  u se  of quan tita tive  vs. qualitative 
data; (iii) the  issue  of quality; and  (iv) linking of the  th ree  indices of 
vulnerability. Dr. St. B ernard  said th a t conceptually, the  idea of addressing  
vulnerability  a t all levels -  individual, household , com m unity, sectors and  
nation  -  w as a  good one. N onetheless, he felt th a t collecting ind icators a t the 
level of com m unities could resu lt in unreliab le d a ta  given the p resen t s ta te  of 
d a ta  collection in the  region. In order to satisfy the need for u n d ers tan d in g  
vulnerable groups, however, he felt th a t it would be im portan t to conduct 
special c lu s te r and  sam ple surveys based  on the  in stitu tiona l capacity  of 
cen tral s ta tis tica l offices.
Mr. Peter Pariag, Director, C entral S ta tistical Office, T rinidad and  
Tobago, agreed th a t given the  capacity  of the  CSOs, it would be be tter to s ta r t 
the  exercise using  the  nation  a s  the  u n it of analysis, un til the  m ethodology had  
been tried and  tested.
W ith regard to the  inclusion of issu es  of quality  into ind icators and  the 
use  of qualitative versu s quan titative  da ta , Dr. St. B ernard  adm itted  th a t the 
exercise w as prim arily a  quan tita tive  one. He recognized the  im portance of 
qualitative d a ta  and  explained th a t quan titative  exercises em phasized reliability 
while qualitative exercises em phasized validity. However, given th a t the  notion 
of constructing  an  index w as a  quan tita tive  one, even qualitative ind icators 
would have to be eventually quantified for the  purpose  of th is  exercise.
In agreeing w ith th is  perspective, Dr. Briguglio rem inded the  m eeting 
th a t even though  n u m b ers were im portan t in the  construction  of a
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vulnerability  index, qualitative d a ta  w as alw ays im portan t for providing profiles 
to accom pany these  indices, a s  a  way of ‘u n pack ing ’ the  num bers.
Finally, in add ressing  the  issue  of linking all of the  indices of 
vulnerability, Dr. St. B ernard  cau tioned  th a t while th is  w as a  laudable 
endeavour, a  n u m b er of questions would emerge a round  su ch  an  exercise. The 
first question  highlighted the  issue  of the  extent of independence th a t m ight 
characterize the  rela tionsh ip  betw een econom ic and  environm ental 
vulnerabilities. The second should  consider the  independen t and  shared  
effects of the  econom ic and  environm ental d im ensions upon  the  social 
d im ension, and  finally, it w as necessary  to determ ine reciprocity in the 
re la tionsh ips linking the  th ree  dim ensions.
Agenda item  5 
R ecom m end ation s o f th e  expert group
The following recom m endations were m ade in order to advance the 
process of add ressing  social vulnerability:
(a) The u n it of analysis would be a t the  level of the  nation , b u t would 
also be disaggregated a t the  sectoral levels;
(b) The Social V ulnerability Index should  include an  index of risk  as 
well a s  an  index of resilience; and
(c) The m ethodology for the  construction  of a  Social V ulnerability 
Index should  be tested  in a  nu m b er of countries.
Agenda item  6:
Other b u sin ess
Dr. M ark Pelling of the  U niversity of Liverpool shared  w ith partic ipan ts , 
initial findings from a  study  in w hich he w as curren tly  engaged. The study  
exam ined the  relative vulnerability  of sm all island  S ta tes to w ind sto rm s using  
the  average a n n u a l d ea th s  from 1980 to 2000 and  the  average population 
exposed to w ind storm s. He indicated th a t the  initial findings from the 
research  pointed to conclusions w hich suggested th a t coun tries w ith a  lower 
HDI (H um an Developm ent Index) were associated  w ith h igher vulnerability. He 
indicated th a t the  final report would be available in O ctober 2003 via a  United 
N ations Developm ent Program m e (UNDP) publication. The ECLAC/CDCC 
secre taria t sha red  w ith the  m eeting sim ilar w ork w hich it w as u n dertak ing  in 
the  a rea  of social a sse ssm en t of n a tu ra l d isasters . In th a t regard, it sough t to 
m easu re  the vulnerability  of C aribbean SIDS to exposure to h u rrican es  and  the 
extent of dam age to the  housing  sector (as it su rm ised  th a t death  due to 
h u rrican es  w as relatively low in the C aribbean SIDS and  th a t dam age to 
housing  w as a  be tter proxy ind icator for social disrepair). In its  findings, the
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secre taria t concluded th a t coun tries w ith higher poverty head  co u n ts  proved to 
be m ore vulnerable.
The m eeting w as th en  b rough t to closure w ith p artic ip an ts  being 
th an k ed  for tak ing  the tim e to con tribu te  the ir expertise to the  m eeting and  the 
u su a l courtesies were exchanged.
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